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 WASHINGTON “ Rep. John W. Olver (D-1st District) announced a key                victory for New England dairy farmers today when a bill passed the                House of Representatives by a 285 to140 vote that would require                the USDA to reverse an earlier decision to implement Option 1-B,                and instead enact the Class I milk price structure known as Option                1-A.  Currently, the companion bill in the Senate has not been                scheduled for a floor vote. The legislation would need to pass the                Senate, and be signed by the President, before it could become law.              

Under the 1996 Farm Bill, Congress had required the USDA to revise                the existing milk pricing system and implement the new system by                October 1999. Secretary Glickman announced in April of this year                that he had decided on the Option 1-B proposal.  Option 1-A                was preferred by dairy farmers in most regions of the country because                the proposal would support small, family farms in Massachusetts,                and ensure that customers are provided with fresh milk at reasonable                prices. Option 1-B, would undercut dairy prices in New England and                much of the rest of the country -- costing all dairy farmers, outside                of the upper Midwest, an estimated $365 million in lost income.              

œThe Secretary of Agriculture has proposed an option for dairy                policy that really doesn°t work for most of the country,” Olver                said. œDairy farming families cannot continue to stay in business                if they cannot make a livable wage.” Olver continued, œThis inequitable                proposal promotes the interests of the Midwest by breaking the back                of dairy farmers in the rest of the country.”              

The Federal Milk Market Order program dates back to the Agricultural                Marketing Agreement Act of 1937. 
               Milk marketing orders are legal instruments, voluntarily initiated                and approved by two-thirds of the producers affected by the order.                Handlers or first buyers--not producers--are regulated under an                order.  Milk marketing orders address situations that would                cause disorderly marketing, unfair trade and inequitable market                conditions in their absence. Milk orders prevent handlers from playing                producers against each other in an attempt to drive down the prices                that handlers have to pay for milk. Milk orders also establish a                system of prices that reflect the incentives to draw milk from surplus                regions to deficit regions when local supplies are not adequate                to satisfy fluid demands.              

Olver said, œWe cannot allow USDA to adopt an unfair price structure                that pushes our dairy farmers out of business. The House bill is                a good first step toward ensuring that our dairy farmers are fairly                treated.”              

Dairy Farmers in New England face a separate battle on another                front. This week Conferees in the House-Senate Conference Committee                on the FY Š00 Agriculture Appropriations bill are feuding over language                that would extend and expand the Northeast Dairy Compact -- an interstate                commission that sets the price of fluid milk in New England states                -- and the creation of a new Southern Dairy Compact as well.                 Upper Midwest farmers are trying to prevent the Compact from being                added to the final bill. Olver, along with Northeast and Southern                members, have lobbied their colleagues on the conference committee                and they sent a letter to President Clinton urging him to support                the Dairy Compact.              

œUntil we can ensure that the new federal dairy pricing system                is balanced, continuation of the Compact is critical. The Dairy                Compact protects the viability of our Northeast dairy farms, and                guarantees Massachusetts families a fresh supply of locally-produced                milk,” Olver said.             
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